When asking for donations, charitable organizations often use suggestions concerning the amount of potential contributions. However, the evidence concerning the effects of such suggestions is scarce and inconsistent. Unlike the majority of existing studies concerned with small-money solicitations, we examine the effect of larger nonbinding suggestions in the context of middle-range donations which are relevant in practice. In our randomized field experiment, opera visitors received solicitation letters asking to support a social youth project organized by the opera house. The three different treatments were: no suggestion and suggestions of €100 and €200, respectively. Both suggestions were larger than average and median donations in this context. The findings are that suggestions substantially influence the distribution of donations received. The mean amounts given increase significantly if a suggestion is made. The increase is stronger in the €200 treatment. On the other hand, the participation rate decreases if a suggestion is made. Overall, the returns from the campaign increase non-significantly when a suggestion is made. The solicitation was repeated a year later, without any suggestion. There is weak evidence that suggestions have a long-term effect on individual contribution-level decisions. 
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I. Introduction
Charitable organizations widely use contribution-level suggestions Marks 2001, Desmet and Feinberg 2003) . There is no clear theoretical rationale for using suggestions and empirical evidence is scarce and inconsistent. The traditional public good theory predicts no effects of nonbinding suggestions but suggestions might provide some informational cues similarly to prices in the private good context. Potential donors cannot easily ascertain the quality of the charitable output because they are not among the direct beneficiaries and because they make their contributions before the actual final good is produced. Hence, donors might find it difficult to determine their optimal donation level and suggestions could offer guidance. One could also think of suggestions as being helpful for coordination on a particular equilibrium as individuals find it difficult to predict how many others will contribute and thus what their fair share could be (Green, Kahneman and Kunreuther 1994) .
While including suggestions has no costs for fund-raisers, it is not at all clear whether they are helpful or perhaps do harm. As presented in the next section, the literature is ambiguous. Our study delivers some promising evidence on the use of suggestions. While using large suggestions lowers the participate rates it increases the average donation given. The combined effect creates a higher return per mail-out in the presence of suggestions which in our data set is, however, not significant.
In the next section we discuss the relevant literature and explain how our study differs from past studies. In section 3 we explain the experimental design and in section 4 present the results. Section 5 reports about a follow-up of the experiment and section 6 provides a discussion.
II. Literature
There are a number of studies that test the effects of asking for small amounts (paltry donations). While all those studies find increased compliance, the effect on total contribution amounts differs. The field experiments by Brockner et. al (1984), Cialdini and Schroeder (1976) , Reeves, Macolini, and Martin (1987) , and Reingen (1978) , who suggested in door-to-door solicitation campaigns that "Even a penny would help", show increases in total contributions. The lab experiments by Briers et al. (2007) with 2 suggestions of 0.5€ or 3€ generates lower return as compared to no suggestion case. Weyant and Smith (1987) examine the effect of, both, smaller and larger suggestions.
They conduct two field experiments (door-to-door and mail-out) and conclude (p. 399) :
"It seems, therefore, that in most practical circumstances requesting a large amount is counterproductive". Fraser et al. (1988) test the effects of paltry and large donations in a door-to-door fundraising campaign. While a suggestion that "Even a penny would help" doubles the compliance rates, the average revenue is not significantly greater than the control. A suggestion of a large amount ($20) more than doubled the revenue. In another door-todoor experiment analyzing suggestions larger than average (expected) donations Schwarzwald, Bizman and Raz (1983) find that the average donation given rises substantially with the suggested amount while the compliance rate remains unchanged in a group to which a relation has been established prior to the experiment (individuals who had previously agreed to sign a petition on the same subject as the donation campaign). In contrast, the group without an established relationship gave, on average, the same amount or less than without suggestions.
All of the above experiments deal with small-money fundraising in a range of $1-$10.
The conclusions must not necessarily hold for higher range donations. There is a number of experiments for middle-range donations analyzing the effects of donation grids, which differ from simple suggestion by offering arrays of amounts to choose from, e.g. 10, 25, 50, 100 or other. A field experiment by Doob and McLaughlin (1989) shows that past donors of a charitable organization facing a donation grid with higher amounts give, on average, significantly larger amounts without negative consequences for the response rate. Desmet and Feinberg (2003) analyze data from a large-scale experiment conducted in conjunction with a nationally operating French charity in order to test the effects of different donation grids. They find that different points on the grid exhibit significant downward and upward pulling effects. However, no particular superior grid emerges from the study. Prokopec and De Bruyn (2009) show that starting points on grids that exceed own past donations increase average donations, but on the other hand, reduce the response rate. De Bruyn and Prokopec (2010) show that individually tailored grids can increase the return from a donation campaign by as much as 36%. Lee and Feinberg (2012) analyzed the effects of different grids on giving behavior by using data from a quasi-experiment conducted in conjunction with the same French charity. They find that 3 donors are influenced by internal reference points and the grid. Specifically, they observe that grid design has a fourfold effect: upward compliance, downward compliance, upward pulling and downward pulling. Their combined effects are difficult to understand, and therefore it not possible to conclude whether the employment of multiple grids is useful at all. Using the best fit from their estimation they simulate the effects of a unique suggestion: either group tailored (using two groups and based on previous donation levels), or individually tailored (using individual donative history). While the simulations of a group-tailored suggestion increases returns by approx.. 25%, the individually tailored suggestions add only around 2%.
In a related study Marks, Schansberg and Croson (1999) conduct a laboratory experiment to examine the effects of nonbinding suggestions in a campaign employing the provision point mechanism. They do not find any differences in contribution levels between treatments with or without suggestions when subjects have identical endowments.
However, if there is heterogeneity in endowments, the authors find that (heterogeneous)
suggestions increase individual contributions in comparison to the case without suggestion. Croson and Marks (2001) find in a lab experiment that recommending contributions eases the coordination on the Nash equilibrium outcome in a threshold public good provision game when the contributors value the good differently. Again there is no effect when agents are homogenous.
In a field experiment, Shang and Croson (2009) Desmet and Feinberg (2003) and Lee and Feinberg (2012) . Whereas the evidence for increasing return by using grids is mixed, Lee and Feinberg suggest that choosing an elevated request should generate better returns.
This study differs from others by studying the effect of larger suggestions in a field experiment based on a solicitation mail-out in the context of medium-level donations with employing single suggestions illustrated by describing what the suggested amounts would buy.
III. Experimental design
In June 2011 the Bavarian State Opera sent around 19,500 solicitation letters to opera visitors asking them to support a social youth project organized by the opera house. The project aimed to introduce school children from socially disadvantaged areas to classical music and opera. The recipients were randomly selected from the opera's database of customers who had purchased at least one ticket to attend either the opera or ballet in the twelve months prior to the mail-out. Recipients were randomly assigned to one of three treatment groups, and there were around 6,500 subjects per treatment. The €100 and €200 treatment differed from the no-suggestion treatment by one additional sentence: "Your donation of €100 (€200) makes the participation of 1 child (2 children) in our project possible". The precise format and wording of each mail-out letter is in the Appendix.
In Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for the three treatments. The mean amount given increases monotonically as we move from the left to the right of the table (€71.4, €88.17, and €102.4 respectively). The increase in average donation is not an effect of outliers. On the contrary, the highest donation without suggestion is €800, it is €500 with €100
IV. Results
suggested, and it is €300 with €200 suggested. Especially, when we move from the nosuggestion treatment to the €200 treatment, we observe an increase in the mean donation by 43% or €31. The difference between the no-suggestion and the €100 treatment is 24% or €17. The results are significant both for the €100 (p=0.02) and the €200 (p=0.00)
suggestions. The median donations are €50, €100, and €100.
In contrast, the participation rates decrease as we move from the left to the right of the table (3.10%, 2.80%, and 2.30% respectively). The reduction amounts to 26% if we move from the no-suggestion treatment to the €200 treatment. The effect of suggesting the €200 is statistically significant (p=0.08). The effect of suggesting €100 on participation rate is not statistically significant.
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The return per mail, which is a combination of the two previous effects, is between €2.24 and €2.52. Suggesting €100 increases the return by 28 cents per mail-out but the effect is not statistically significant. The increase in the €200 treatment is slightly smaller and also not statistically significant. Figure 1 shows the distribution of donation amounts by treatment, and table 3 summarizes and compares the frequencies of giving particular amounts (€50, €100, and €200) conditional on giving. In the no-suggestion treatment, the €50 donation is chosen most frequently (in 36% of cases), followed by the donation of €100 (17.9%). In the €100 treatment the donation of €100 is clearly most often chosen, i.e., in 54.3% of cases. In the €200 treatment, the amounts €50, €100 and €200 are chosen similarly often (24.5%, 24.5%, and 21.9% respectively). Compared to the no-suggestion and €100 treatment the frequency of €200 donations is striking. It is seven times larger than in the no-suggestion and four times larger than in the €100 treatment. These treatment effects are all confirmed as statistically significant: giving €50 is more frequent in the no-suggestion treatment than in the others, similarly, giving €100 in in the €100 treatment and giving €200 in €200 treatment.
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Figure 1: Distribution of donations by treatment Lee and Feinberg (2012) analyze the attraction effects of amounts that are suggested on a grid. Because we lack information about individual internal reference points, in what follows we present a simplified version of such pulling effects. We calculate distances between own donation and €100 (€200 respectively) and test whether average distances Table 4 summarizes the results, which are divided in lower, upper and combined distance. Tests confirm that the average distance to €100 (€200) is smaller when the €100 (€200) suggestion is made. Given the available information on donors' characteristics it is worthwhile to see how those characteristics correlate with the probability of giving, separately from treatment effects. 2 Table 5 presents probit results for the full sample. In model (1) only treatment effects are included while model (2) includes all available characteristics. The first and
The second and fourth column show coefficient estimates and column third and fifth conditional marginal effect both models. Relative to the no-suggestion treatment, individuals in the €200 treatment are less likely to donate. We find that couples, individuals with academic title and Munich residents are more likely to give. Females are less likely to give (at the 10% level). -2428.4876 Note: * dy/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1. Basis at all dummy variables set to 0, i.e., for the second specification male, no academic or noble title, nor a Munich resident. Standard errors in parentheses + p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
V. Follow-up experiment
In July 2012 the opera house launched a second fundraising campaign for the same project with 20,000 letters sent to regular operagoers. This mail-out reached around 50% of the previous sample. Others dropped out as they had not purchased a ticket in the last 12 months or had changed their address or name. The letter was the same for all previous groups and did not contain any kind of suggestion. Table 6 summarizes the results from the follow-up experiment. The mean comparisons are problematic due to outliers. While in the group of recipients that were previously in the €100 treatment the maximum donation was €250, it was €500 (€1,000) in the €100 (€200) treatment. The means are €73.4, €69.5, and €82.1 for the three groups respectively. The differences are not statistically significant. The median donation is the same for all groups, €50.
Concerning the response rate, we observe, compared to the 2011 results, a small increase (3.9%, 4.0% and 4.2%). This might suggest a substitution over time. However, the differences are not statistically significant. The overall increase in the response rate, as compared with the previous year, is clearly due to repeat donors. The response rates among the non-donors in 2011 are between 2.6-2.9%.
With a higher response rate and a higher mean it is not surprising that those who were previously in the €200 treatment also had a higher return per letter than the others.
However, the difference is not statistically significant and smaller if possible outliers are accounted for. Notes: All monetary amounts are measured in Euros. The tests of equality in box brackets are based on a mean comparison t-test against a two sided alternative hypothesis. Mean donations are conditional on giving. *The donations of €500 and above might be outliers (€500 in no suggestion treatment and €500 and €1000 in €200 treatment). When these extreme cases are removed, the means are €69.94, €69.53 and €71.88 with no significant differences respectively.
Figure 2 presents a fairly similar picture to figure 1 and suggests that previous treatments have still an effect on individual donation choices. Table 7 summarizes the frequencies of choosing an exact donation of €50, €100, or €200. While among those who were 11 previously in the no-suggestion treatment, the donation of €50 is most common (36.6%) followed by €100 (26.8%), this pattern is reversed among those who were in the €100 treatment a year before (€100 with 28.9% and €50 with 25%). Finally, we find that those who were previously in the €200 treatment are still far more likely to give €200: 6% versus 4.7% and 1.6% for those who were earlier in €100 and no-suggestion treatments respectively with the difference to the latter being statistically significant. 
VI. Discussion
We find that nonbinding suggestions have effects on contribution-level choices in fundraising calls for a charitable project. The suggestions substantially change the distribution of donations, with large shares of donors complying with the suggestions.
While higher suggestions lower response rates, they increase the average donation given.
The combined effect is a weak (non-significant) increase in the average return per letter.
Given that the suggestions were not tailored our results strongly suggest that suggestions, if chosen in a sophisticated manner, have the power substantially to increase fundraising returns.
From a broader perspective, our results suggest that when receiving a solicitation letter many individuals are unsure about the optimal donation level. A suggestion offers guidance (in particular when combined with some information about what kind of difference one makes by choosing the suggested amount).
Our results are also suggestive of interesting, dynamic hysteresis in giving behavior. As the treatment-specific giving patterns persist a year later without new suggestions being made, this might support the hypothesis that donors learn their optimal contribution.
While the adverse effect of high suggestions on response rates disappears a year later (at least some of) the donors appear to have internalized a new higher reference point. This is something one could explore more in further research. 
